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Classics of South Australian geography
Geographical nomenclature of South Australia
CHARLES HOPE HARRIS
Born in Suffolk, England in 1846, Charles Harris arrived in South Australia aboard 
the Asia in 1851. He obtained his surveyor’s licence in 1869, and in 1871 was hired 
by the South Australian government to conduct surveys in the northern agricultural 
regions, planning Port Pirie in 1872. He discovered and mapped Lake Harris, which 
was named for him by the government. He was a lecturer on surveying at the School 
of Mines, an examiner of Licensed Surveyors’ Work, and was the state’s acknowledged 
expert on the variation and dip of the magnetic needle. Among a number of other 
publications he wrote Field service: handbook for Government Surveyors and edited the 
Public Service Review. 
Charles Hope Harris’ Geographical nomenclature of South Australia was read at the 
Adelaide meeting of the Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science 
held in September 1893. Extracts of the paper are included here. The full paper of 
29 pages can be read in the Society’s Library within a publication called 
Nomenclature: collected pamphlets, or as a separate bibliographical item by Harris 
in the collection of the State Library of South 
Australia.
The right of naming
‘The main object of this paper is to account 
for the introduction of well-known European 
names into South Australia, and to narrate 
incidents, both of geographical and of historical 
interest, connected with them. Native names 
are also recorded, with their meanings, as far 
as possible; but lack of time at the disposal of 
the writer has necessarily limited the number of 
names dealt with. 
Some of the facts given are gathered from 
official sources; the remainder have been 
contributed by old residents, and authenticated 
by reference to documentary evidence 
contained in letters and diaries of early 
colonists; and it is hoped that this paper may be 
of sufficient interest to form part of a permanent 
record of events and circumstances which, 
though comparatively trivial in themselves, are 
of considerable importance in their relation to 
the geography of this province.
Charles Hope Harris photographed 
by Hammer & Co. from The 
cyclopedia of South Australia 
volume 1 (Adelaide: Cyclopedia 
Co., 1907)
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In accounting for the existence of a name, the question naturally occurs, Who has 
the right of naming? This, by general consent, is conceded to all discoverers and 
explorers, as regards places first visited by them or made known to the public through 
their agency. Strictly speaking, it is the prerogative of ownership, and in this sense 
is an assertion of personal claim; but the practice referred to is sanctioned by usage 
and recognised by compilers of maps under Government authority as a legitimate 
reward of enterprise; and, just as proprietorship carries with it the inalienable right of 
naming that which lawfully belongs to an individual, so royalty or its representatives, 
together with corporate bodies or duly constituted committees, have, by virtue of 
their representative character, similar privileges of conferring names to property under 
their control unnamed or unclaimed by others.
In the absence of public information, the appropriateness of names is not always 
evident, and not unfrequently is subjected to severe criticism. Upon this ground it 
seems desirable that a record should invariably be kept, not only of the bare fact of 
naming, but also of the reasons for the choice. This would have the advantage of 
preserving details connected with them which would be of ever-growing interest to 
posterity. Such a rule was almost invariably observed by the distinguished geographer 
Matthew Flinders, and by inland explorers under Government direction; also in later 
years by leaders of similar expeditions under the patronage of public-spirited men and 
the auspices of the Royal Geographical Society. But from the difficulties which beset 
anyone engaged in a search among public records contained in official documents 
for details of early excursions from Adelaide into the surrounding country and other 
items of geographical interest, it is evident, speaking generally, that no due sense 
has existed of the importance of preserving the kind of information contained in 
the latter part of this paper, here for the first time, I believe, set forth in a systematic 
manner. Nor can any hope of improvement be entertained with regard to a large 
class of names embracing hundreds and towns (concerning which it is not unusual to 
record any reason for names given), unless the executive officers of the Government 
will accept a suggestion upon the matter. 
The rapidly extending list of towns and hundreds proclaimed by the Government 
calls urgently for some change in the manner or spirit of nomenclature. Many of 
the names on that list are names of persons and places unknown to the public here. 
It not unfrequently happens that persons who have made homes in various parts of 
the country are surprised and annoyed by the appearance of a strange appellation, 
officially notified as the designation of a new town or hundred, superseding the local 
name with which they have been long familiar. The Governors have probably not 
been made acquainted with these fats, for surely they would not disregard a respectful 
representation previously made of the claims of a traditional local name against one 
selected form a distant part of the globe or from their own household. Nominally, 
we all prefer native names; actually we allow them to fade from memory, and replace 
them with our own evergreen patronymics, or with those belonging to members of 
Parliament.
Ignoring the wealth of history and romance that is wrapped up in the names given 
by the natives to various natural features and localities, we have obliterated them for 
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the sake of names more dear to vice-regal representatives, such as Alice, Caroline, 
Anna, Joyce, Joanna, Julia, Laura, George, John and James. Our territorial rights 
may be equivocal, but this surely does not trouble our conscience so much that we 
need hasten to destroy every vestige of the people who were once supreme here. 
We are said to be making history, but are we not lacking in courtesy in effacing the 
history of a less fortunate people whom we have displaced? We are not carrying into 
our colonial life the spirit of the instruction given by the Home Government to the 
South Australian Commissioners, nor following the best examples of older nations. 
The Romans had a good deal of experience in colonisation, and they were particular 
to preserve the names of places of the people they conquered. This was ordered upon 
the ground that names of places chronicle scenes, sights, actions, wisdom, folly, and 
fate, and are the people’s heritage. Camden (A.D. 1586), quoting from Porphyry, a 
learned Athenian (A.D. 278), notes that barbarous names are emphatic and concise, 
and considers it the duty of an enlightened people to preserve them, as fixing ideas, 
images or conceptions of preceding races. He believes that all native languages are 
significative; that is, they all have a meaning, and are not mere appellatives. 
What is here quoted appears to be equally true of names which the Australian 
aborigines have applied to the distinctive features of their trackless home. We find 
their oldest words to be totemistic, that is, they have been derived from animals 
or objects of nature, associated with names of tribes. These totem names are useful 
in preserving distinctions of consanguinity, of great importance in their small 
communities. Other names refer to boundaries of tracts of country occupied 
by difference tribes of sub-tribes. Some of the latter are descriptive of physical 
characteristics, some are of vague traditional import, some of them chronicle 
incidents of travel and war. Many refer to the presence of water, the existence of 
game, the haunts of reptiles, and the abode of insects. Probably they are all as full of 
that ‘child-like poetic fancy that occupies itself with the various aspects of nature, and 
expresses itself in gesticulations and rude art’ as they are full of interest, mystery, and 
rhythmic music to European ears. 
Our lot it may never be to interpret the hidden meaning wrapped up in them, yet by 
their preservation we may hope to retain some shreds of knowledge, some fragments 
of ideas relating to the life history of a fast perishing people, whose existence is no 
fault of their own, and whose presence here is no blame, but whose extermination 
may perchance be counted shame to a civilisation that refuses to recognise them, and 
thus consigns them to the ignominy of oblivion. It surely is not necessary to close the 
annals of this inoffensive simple race; certainly it is not generous of us to destroy their 
only records, nor is it wise to exclude from mental view the panorama of their past.
The following extract from the Government Gazette of October 31st, 1839, is so highly 
commendable in its spirit as to be worth quoting in full:-
Under the consideration that it is due to enterprising men who first explore countries 
or large districts as much as possible to preserve the memory of their conduct in the 
names of the regions they discover, the Governor has been pleased to direct that the 
great coast divisions of the colony shall be hereafter distinguished as follows;-
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1. The territory included between the southern part of the eastern boundary of the 
province, the Murray, Lake Alexandrina, and the sea to be called Bonneia.
2. The territory included between the Murray, Lake Alexandrina, Encounter Bay and 
St Vincent and Spencer’s Gulfs, excepting Yorke’s Peninsula, to be called Sturtia.
3. Yorke’s Peninsula, of course to retain the name originally given to it by its first 
discoverer.
4. The peninsula included between Spencer’s Gulf in its whole length and the 
Southern Ocean from Cape Catastrophe to the western point of Denial Bay to be 
called Eyria.
In regard to the minor features of the country to which the natives may have given 
names, the Governor would take the present opportunity of requesting the assistance 
of the colonists in discovering and carefully and precisely retaining these in all 
possible cases as most consistent with propriety and beauty of appellation.
All information on the is subject should be communicated in precise terms to the 
Surveyor-General, who will cause memoranda to be made of it and native names, 
when clearly proved to be correct, to be inserted in the public maps.
Very few persons have a genius for hitting on a really good name, and not many 
possess the faculty or gift that characterised Flinders when he suggested, in a modest 
footnote to his journal, the name Australia as preferable to New Holland or Terra 
Australis.
His Excellency Colonel-Governor Gawler, K.H., evidently had not this faculty, 
consequently the names he suggested have never become popular; but the practice he 
urged has not fallen into disuse so far as the Survey Department is concerned, for the 
present Surveyor-General has caused several thousand native names to be collected 
and officially recorded. But what use can these names be put to, we may be excused 
for asking, if, as the outlying country becomes settled, other names are substituted?
Our own names
The coastal names of South Australia, with but few exceptions, are surnames 
bestowed by Flinders when mapping our shores in 1802. They perpetuate the names 
of the officers and crew of his ship Investigator, also of the Lords of the Admiralty, 
and other friends of his. A majority of the inland names have been introduced by 
settlers, dating from 1836, who made use of familiar names—English, Scottish and 
German, according to their nationality; and associated them with the sites they 
selected for occupation.
Next to Flinders, we owe the greater number of names to Colonel Light, E.J. Eyre, 
Governor Gawler and early explorers, all names of importance given by them 
having been confirmed by notices published in the Government Gazette, or by 
communications to the Home Government; also by being recorded upon official 
maps in the office of the Surveyor-General. We find that names of places in South 
Australia frequently stand connected with circumstances in which individuals were 
placed, so that the events of a passing hour have thus left their impress in such names 
as Memory Cove, Cold and Wet, Happy Valley, Birthday Creek and so on. They are 
78 South Australian Geographical Journal, vol. 112, 2013 
often descriptive, either in a literal sense, as Mount Lofty, Holdfast Bay, Bald Hill, 
Brown hill Creek, Ironstone Lagoon, Rocky River, or in a figurative sense, as the 
Sugarloaf, the Punch Bowl, and the Devil’s Elbow; whilst personal names have been 
generally applied to prominent natural features, as Mount Brown, Lake Albert, River 
Torrens etc.
We have clearly, therefore, several sets of names, representing different classes of 
ideas—historical, descriptive, commemorative, and imaginative—having much in 
common with the classification of native names previously referred to; and it would 
be quite as difficult for us to explain to the aborigines the literal meaning of some of 
our best known names—as, for instance, North Adelaide, Little Adelaide, Norwood 
or Hindmarsh—as  it is for them to enable us to understand the significance of 
some of their beautiful names, concerning which no glimmering appears even in 
the valuable vocabularies of Schürmann, Williams, Teichelmann, Meyer, Wilhelmi, 
Moorhouse, Eyre, Taplin, Wyatt, Gason, Smith and Stephens.
Counties
The counties of the province of South Australia derive their designations from 
personages of exalted position—secretaries of State, Governors and distinguished 
colonists—whose career has been intimately associated with its history.   
Hundreds
Many of the sub-divisions of counties, called hundreds because they contain an area 
of about 100 square miles, bear the names of members of Parliament, irrespective 
of historical or geographical associations. Some have names borrowed from well-
known natural features, towns and mines; a considerable proportion have euphonious 
apellations, selected from appropriate native names within or adjacent to their 
boundary lines; several indicate warlike proclivities on the part of someone, such as 
Waterloo, Inkerman and Balaklava. In seven cases, with strict impartiality, ladies of 
South Australia, and ladies belonging to vice-regal households, have been honoured 
by the bestowal of their Christian names to a hundred square miles of land, as 
follows—Anna, Grace, Jessie, Anne, Caroline, Joanne and Blanche; but as official 
records do not disclose the identity of the persons to whom this distinction has been 
accorded, it has been necessary, in compiling the subjoined schedule, to obtain the 
information from private sources.
Towns
The right of naming or approving of names proposed for Government towns is 
possessed by all the Governors in virtue of their representative character. From 
their pen the mandate issues, ‘Let the name be so-and-so’ and the named is fixed 
by proclamation in the Government Gazette; but future generations will be left to 
inquire in vain concerning the persons or places intended to be immortalised. The 
composite names of Johnburg, Lucyton, Jamestown, Carrieton, Pereyton, Snowtown 
and Edithburgh are rather less intelligible than native names, and will have no charm 
of association for posterity. The same verdict may be pronounced upon names of 
places from across the sea transplanted into mallee scrub and working men’s blocks, 
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to blossom odorous with memories of other days to the initiated, but odious to 
many who can find no reason for the name. Out of a list of 400 post office towns in 
South Australia published in the latest director only 25 per cent have names selected 
from the native language, the greater number of them having been introduced from 
the older countries and also reproduced in the other colonies, whilst the remainder 
consist of the surnames of persons who formerly owned the land upon which the 
towns have been laid out.
Adelaide
The request of King William IV, or rather his royal command, to the South 
Australian Colonisation Commissioners before any of them left England, that 
Adelaide, the name of his amiable and beloved consort, should be conferred upon the 
capital city of the new colony was a happy inspiration. The popularity of the name 
was testified to by interested groups of early colonists present upon the site near the 
beginning of 1837 when the survey of streets and allotments was officially announced 
as completed.
The choice of names for streets, squares and terraces was in no less degree a marked 
success—a result which may probably be correctly ascribed to Colonel Light, 
conjointly with Sir James Hurtle Fisher and Governor Hindmarsh. A scrutiny of 
the names of the original streets, as marked upon the first official plan, discloses the 
fact that the names of the Colonisation Committee, of the founders, and of certain 
other noted men, who assisted by their enlightened views, their personal influence, 
and their votes in the House of Commons the passing of the Act authorising the 
settlement of the country, and who, by undertaking monetary responsibilities 
contributed largely to its ultimate success, were regarded as being worthy of such 
honourable remembrances. In sympathy with this idea I deem the present a suitable 
occasion for setting before this Science Congress, and through it the public, some 
items of information which may serve to bind more closely the name of the street and 
the person associated with it.
First we observe upon the map the names of two distinguished naval geographers, 
Flinders and Franklin, together in line, significant of the fact that they were 
companions in life. Parallel with them is the street bearing the name of Sturt, the 
explorer and discoverer of the Murray, whose report of good land west of that river 
first drew attention to the eligibility of this part of Australia for occupation. Our 
colonial historic names, Wakefield and Angas, represent the theory and practice 
of successful colonisation; Sir John Pirie and the Honorable Raikes Currie, Sir 
William Hutt MP and Sir Richard Hanson well represent commercial life, stability, 
intelligence, ethics and morals. Sir Richard Hanson’s claim was valid, even before 
his career in the colony made it so, for as early as 1834 he identified himself with an 
association in London of a scientific and literary character which occupied itself with 
prospective colonial affairs, more especially those of South Australia. Carrington-
street is named after Lord Carrington. To Sir Henry Ayers we are indebted for the 
information that Halifax-street is named after Mr Hallifax of Glyn & Co., and is 
wrongly spelt on the original plan.
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The men after who our squares are named are Light, Hindmarsh, Whitmore and 
Hurtle Fisher (they surround the square named Victoria, and figuratively guard 
the young Princess Victoria, then heir-apparent to the throne of England), and 
Wellington, under whom Colonel Light had served in the Peninsula War, and by 
whom the latter had been recommended as Surveyor-General. In North Adelaide we 
are reminded of Lord Brougham, Sir Fowell Buxton, Daniel O’Connell and several 
members of the South Australian Association in London.
The elements of tragedy and romance present themselves in the names of Sir JW 
Jeffcott, the judge who was drowned at the Murray mouth by the upsetting of a boat, 
and of Robert Quayle Kermode, whose daughter was engaged to be married to the 
judge. The following schedule of names will speak for itself concerning the sagacity, 
discrimination and magnanimity displayed by those who were authorised to give the 
names which have grown so familiar to our ears. To Colonel Light alone belongs the 
credit of selecting the site of the capital, and, though much blamed at the time by 
some of the leading colonists, the verdict of posterity has ratified the choice.
List, with meanings of component words of the language in use by the aborigines 
around Adelaide when the colony was founded.
The terminations ingga, angga, ongga, ungga, also illa, alla, ulla denote that a subject 
is on, at, or near to a place. Verbs terminate in andi, endi or undi ie neuter, active 
or causative. Anna denotes motion; Arra alongside of, passing; barti  grub, insect in 
general; itya denotes direction, intention or going; ityangga or eechunnga near to, a 
short distance from, or at a place; karra, red gum; kadle or cudlee, native dog; kauwe 
or koue water for drinking (cowie); karadla far off; parri, perre or peere river or creek; 
patte clogged, boggy; pate or päte swamp, gum tree; wirra forest, bushes, wood; witto 
reed, bamboo, flute, tube (wee-to); yerta earth, ground, territory; yerlo the sea; yoko, 
ship.
In closing this paper, permit me to say that no one will regret more than I the 
omission of so many names that might reasonably be expected to be dealt with 
herin. The paper was commenced about four months ago, but the work is too large 
for anyone single-handed. I should like to see it taken up by a section of the royal 
Geographical Society, who will, I believe, recognise in this paper an honest effort to 
improve our official records in this direction. 
I have gratefully to acknowledge help from Sir Samuel Davenport, in the advice he 
has given, and to Sir Henry Ayers, for information promptly supplied. My thanks 
are due to GW Goyder Esq, CMG for his kind co-operation; to the Town Clerk, for 
having kindly corrected my list of the persons after whom the streets were named; 
to Mr Thos Gill, for the full use of his books and memoranda; to Mr JW Jones 
(secretary of the section) for original documents obtained by him for my use; to 
articles in the South Australian Register, and Mr HC Talbot, for substantial help in 
looking up and noting references.’
